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				Introduction

				
					“There comes a time when you look into the mirror and you realize that what you see is all you will ever be.”

					—TENNESSEE WILLIAMS

					“I don’t know what I think until I write it down.”

					—JOAN DIDION

				

				I’ve wanted to write a book my entire life. Partially because (as you will soon learn) I have difficulty taking what’s inside my head and saying it out loud. For someone whose job is essentially speaking, this creates a deep anxiety and sometimes a paralysis that keeps me from expressing what I’m really thinking. Whereas the act of writing allows my brain to function in a different way. I can write and not be afraid of what I’m going to say.

				I also just love books. They were my first escape and the only way I traveled and learned about the world without leaving the island I grew up on. Books were my ticket to a good high school and a good college. And books were how I learned about the people I admired, from Teddy Roosevelt to Tina Fey (the modern Teddy Roosevelt).

				Some of you know me from Saturday Night Live, where I’ve been a head writer and co-anchor of Weekend Update (the real fake news) for the past six years.

				
				Some of you know me from OK! magazine, where I’m standing on a red carpet next to my much more famous fiancée.

				Some of you think you know me, but you’re actually just thinking of the villain from an ’80s movie who tries to steal the hero’s girlfriend by challenging him to a ski race.

				And some of you, I’ll admit, were duped. Because half the copies of this book were titled Becoming 2: Michelle’s Got More to Say. And for that I apologize, even as I continue to fight Mrs. Obama aggressively in court.

				Regardless, thank you for reading my book. I’m not a person who opens up easily. I’m half German and half Irish Catholic. So it’s never a good sign when your German side is the less repressed one.

				That’s why I rarely post anything on social media or do any serious interviews. I feel ashamed when talking about myself, even though everyone else is doing it.

				But doing it in book form puts me at ease somehow. Because, again, books were my friends. Math was my girlfriend. And I lost my virginity to spelling.

				I called this book A Very Punchable Face because multiple friends have told me: “Colin, you have a very punchable face.”

				These are friends, mind you. So I can only imagine what my enemies are saying.*1

				I’m so punchable that I’ve been punched in at least four different sketches on SNL, including one where my boss, seventy-five-year-old Lorne Michaels, punches me in the face fifteen times. (He demanded multiple takes. Said there were “lighting issues.”)

				
				Leslie Jones has punched me. Tiffany Haddish has punched me. Cecily Strong has spit vodka in my face and vomited red wine all over me.

				I’ve learned that anytime I get physically abused on camera, people laugh.

				That is why many chapters in this book involve me getting hit in the face, verbally assaulted, sliced open, pummeled by fruits and vegetables, thrown out of a wrestling ring, or metaphorically punched by trolls and critics. And yes, there’s also a chapter about me shitting my pants as a grown adult. Sorry, Grandma!

				And listen, I understand why some people want to punch me. I’m self-aware enough to realize what I look like.

				I look like a guy who’s always on the verge of asking, Do you know who my father is? Even though my father was a public school teacher on Staten Island. If you had Mr. Jost for mechanical drawing freshman year, then you know who my father is!*2

				I also realize that I look like the president of the Young Republicans Club, even though I’ve voted Democrat in every election for every single office, even the weird ones like “State Supreme Court Bailiff” where half the names could be fake and no one would ever know.*3

				
				And it doesn’t help, punch-wise, that I’m one of the whitest white people outside of Frozen.

				Here are some names I’ve been called on social media as well as regular media: “Bland,” “Pasty,” “Transparent,” “Milquetoast” (gross), “the Whitest Man in History,” “Powder,” “If Milk Became a Person,” “Milk-Face,” “Milk the Movie,” “You Tall Glass of Egg Whites” (™ Leslie Jones), “Casper,” “Gay Casper,” “Chicken Salad,” “If Jizz Became a Person,” and of course, “The Actual White Devil.”

				Sometimes these names are hurtful. Sometimes they’re just confusing. (What is a “Mayonnaise Yeti”?) But mostly they make me laugh. And I learned very early on that laughing at yourself is a terrific survival mechanism.

				As someone who was bullied growing up, I realized that it’s way easier to play into the bullying rather than fight it. If you’re better at making fun of yourself than a bully is, then the bully has no room to operate. (Except punches. They still have punches. Oh god, do they have punches.)

				I’ve applied this childhood approach to my adult whiteness. If people are going to make fun of how white I am, then I better do it before they do.

				After all, I’m so white, golf plays me!

				For this reason, I almost called my book White Guy until I realized that it miiiiiiight feel a liiiiiiitttle politically charged in the wrong way.

				So instead I went with A Very Punchable Face.

				Except in Russia, where it’s called Mayonnaise Yeti.

			

			
				*1  Actually I don’t have to imagine. That’s what Twitter’s for.

				*2  So far, name-dropping my father has only ever gotten me a free pretzel from one of his former students working at Auntie Anne’s.

				*3  I once voted for a judge because his last name was “Ice” and I just thought that was awesome.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Finding My Voice

			
				“Let thy speech be better than silence. Or be silent.”

				—DIONYSIUS OF HALICARNASSUS

				“If you just don’t interfere with yourself, you’re quite interesting.”

				—ROBIN WILLIAMS

			

			I wasn’t able to speak until I was almost four years old. I didn’t know this at the time, but apparently that’s insane. Most kids start to speak by the age of one and a half or two. So speaking for the first time at the age of four is like having sex for the first time at the age of seventy-five: You can do it, but no doctor recommends it.

			My parents claim they weren’t too worried, but a four-year-old who doesn’t speak isn’t normal. It’s the opening of a horror movie. They said I could understand what people were telling me, but I couldn’t respond verbally. I would point or grunt but couldn’t form any actual words. I was a shorter, less charming Mr. Bean.

			My mom finally admitted, “We were a little worried, since every other child we knew was talking in full sentences. Whereas the only three sounds you ever made were ‘Ma,’ ‘Ba,’ and ‘Da.’ But you made good eye contact with people and you were exceptionally good at miming!”

			
			Okay, now that is a horror movie. A four-year-old staring you dead in the eyes and “miming” while repeating “Ma, Ba, Da” until blood pours out of his eyes.

			I have a vague memory from that age of feeling really frustrated, like I was trying to will the words to come out but couldn’t do it. It felt like trying to talk underwater. Or rap in outer space. My mom said I would get angry a lot and lash out.

			“You very much identified with He-Man at the time,” she said. “So if other kids were communicating with words, you tended to respond with violence.”

			Not sure if that was the message behind He-Man…“Use the Power of Grayskull to defeat the power of words! Silence your friends with your fists! And punch your way to justice!”

			Other times I would get scared and not know how to express it. My mom said that when a fire alarm went off, I grabbed her hand and mimicked the sound of the alarm. Then I pointed to my heart, like, “It’s making my heart beat faster because I’m scared.” I might have been a chimpanzee?

			I’ve told friends that I couldn’t speak until I was four and their usual response is: “Oh yeah, that makes sense.” And I’m like, “What the hell does that mean?” And they say, “I don’t know, you just seem like someone who didn’t speak until they were four.” And I say, “Oh yeah? Well, you look like someone who has sex with their cousin.” And that ends the discussion pretty quick.

			But I kind of understand what they mean. To this day, I’m in my head a lot of the time. I create entire monologues and have full, detailed conversations with friends—entirely in my head. And then I get frustrated because that whole carefully constructed dialogue will never see the light of day. It just exists fully built in my brain like a ship in a bottle, and then it floats away before anyone can see it. It’s like rapping, but in outer space.

			
			I still have a deep fear about speaking. Not public speaking, but regular speaking. Once I get going I’m okay, but it’s starting to speak that’s the problem.

			I’ve noticed that I say “Uhhhh” a lot in conversation before I speak, and it’s because I’m stalling to let my words catch up with my brain. It’s like a pinwheel spinning on a computer, waiting for me to locate the information somewhere in my mind. “Uhhhh…want to go out for lunch? And uhhhh…don’t go in the kitchen, it’s on fire.”

			I even get scared when the phone rings because I think, I’m not ready to speak yet. I haven’t figured out what to say. But when I push through that fear and start saying words, I’m instantly relieved. That’s why answering the phone and talking to another human still feels like a huge psychological accomplishment. (And that’s why I currently have 254 un-listened-to voicemails. The oldest is a call from Omaha Steaks in 2007!*1)

			That’s also why I loved performing, even as a kid. It forced me to speak with conviction and to express emotion in what I was saying. If I didn’t have an outlet as a writer and as a performer, I don’t know what I would have done. It would have been like trying to rap, but in outer space. (Sorry, I’ll stop.)

			
			I’m always happiest when I don’t have time to think or plan ahead. If I’m onstage and someone yells something from the audience and I just have to react, that’s when I’m most comfortable. Or when I wake up in the morning next to my future wife and we can talk and joke around while I’m still half asleep and not paralyzed by my own thoughts yet.

			An ex-girlfriend gave me some great advice: “You need to say what you’re thinking a lot more and not be afraid of being judged or being inarticulate or offensive or even boring.”

			Being boring is what I fear most, so I tend to keep a story or a joke in my head until it’s ready to tell other people. Sometimes this is good, because the story might be better by the time I relay it. But a lot of times it’s bad, because I could have just blurted it out and found the funny part of the story in real time. The more I get it outside my head and onto a stage or page (huge rhyme alert), the better off I am.

			When I was four, however, my parents weren’t worried about my future career as a performer. They were worried about their child not saying a single word. And that’s when they sent me to Staten Island University Hospital to work with a woman who saved my life.

			

			—

			I remember my speech therapist as this glowing blond angel who started pulling words out of my brain. Like when Ursula steals Ariel’s voice in The Little Mermaid, only she was putting the voice into me, while doctors removed my vestigial fish tail. And even though she was from Staten Island and probably had a thick Green Book accent, in my memory she sounds like the fairy godmother in Cinderella.*2 “Come on now, Colin! Enunciate! Let the magic of words transport you!” Instead of what she really said: “Repeat after me: My ex-husband is trash. If I catch him with another Perkins waitress, I’m getting Uncle Lou to break his thumbs.”

			
			I asked my mom recently if my speech therapist was actually blond and she said, “Oh yes, she was striking! What a beautiful woman! I’ll never forget her!”

			“Oh great,” I said. “What was her name?”

			“I have no idea!”

			In fairness, my mother suffers from Giant Irish Family Syndrome, where she can’t even remember her own children’s names without cycling through multiple cousins first.

			“Hey…Sean, I mean Patrick, I mean Colin!”

			It could be worse. She often gets to the dog’s name before my brother, Casey.

			I’ve tried many ways to track down my speech therapist because I wanted to thank her. But clearly my mother is no help (“Was it ‘Brenda’? I know it started with a letter…”), and according to my dad, my medical records before the age of fifteen have “disappeared.” (Either my parents misplaced them or they’re covering up a much darker secret.)

			So if you’re reading this and you were a speech therapist at Staten Island University Hospital around 1986, please know: I am eternally grateful to you for giving me the power of speech. It was so much more effective than the Power of Grayskull. I don’t remember any of the exercises we did together. I just remember feeling that anger and frustration slowly fade away. I remember not being scared anymore. And I remember how happy I felt when I could finally express myself. I didn’t have to punch my way to justice anymore.

			
			I’m still learning how to speak and not be afraid of what comes out. But you taught me that once I get going, it will be okay.

			Now, whenever my mom meets a new mother whose child is having difficulty speaking, she says, “Don’t worry, my son was a very slow talker and now he makes a living from it!”

			“Oh, which son?”

			“Dylan. I mean Billy. Wait, no, Colin. Whichever one does the news.”

		

		
			*1  My credit card was declined for the “Surf and Turf Sampler” I bought my grandparents for Christmas.

			*2  I only know Disney movies.

		

	
		
		
			
			Wait, You’re from Staten Island?

			
				“Where you grew up becomes a big part of who you are for the rest of your life. You can’t run away from that. Well, sometimes the running away from it is what makes you who you are.”

				—HELEN MIRREN

				“There’s no place like Staten Island!”

				—DONALD J. TRUMP

			

			When I tell people I’m from Staten Island, they’re usually confused. Most people have an impression of what someone from Staten Island is like based on characters from Jersey Shore, Mob Wives, or this cartoon Italian man on pizza boxes:

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
			In reality, Jersey Shore types make up only a very small percentage (40 percent) of Staten Island’s population. The rest are grounded, hardworking, normal-speaking humans, who almost never stand outside their house shaking a rolling pin and yelling, “I’m a-gonna a-kill you!”

			Yes, Staten Island is the most Italian county in all of the United States, beating out even Meatball, Indiana. But the beauty of Staten Island is that anyone who lives there long enough, regardless of ethnicity, just becomes Italian. Now we have Russian Italians, Korean Italians, Egyptian Italians, and Sri Lankan Italians.*1 You’ll see a red-haired, freckled Irishman named Danny O’Doyle, then he opens his mouth and it sounds like Marisa Tomei in My Cousin Vinny. If you go by accent alone, even members of the Wu-Tang Clan sound like they could be in Goodfellas.

			I did too, believe it or not.

			When I finally learned to speak, I swear to god I sounded like Carmela Soprano. There are videos of me at age eight where I’m trying to sell my bike to whoever’s filming me and it’s like an ad for a Mazda dealership on Route 9 in Jersey. “Yeah, you know, you gotta check dis thing out cuz it’s got more wheels than it knows what to do wit! The chrome on dis thing is insane, bro! And talk about a seat! Dis is gen-u-wine snakeskin. Straight off the snake’s back. So come on, let’s get dis deal done, I got a sauce on!”

			Eventually, I trained myself not to speak that way because I didn’t want people to single me out. I wanted to fit in other places, not just where I grew up. That’s why I now sound like an Ohio weatherman—neutral, friendly, and almost fully recovered after escaping that cult.

			

			—

			
			People don’t know much about my hometown. When you google “Staten Island,” the first questions that pop up are: “Is Staten Island a real island?” “Is Staten Island dangerous?” And weirdly, “Was Kareem Abdul-Jabbar ever married?” (Answer: Yes, to Habiba Abdul-Jabbar, from 1971 to 1978…Why is this related to Staten Island?)

			Although Staten Island is technically part of New York City, it’s physically (and spiritually) closer to New Jersey. It was a Dutch island before the British took it over, and the Dutch word for river is kill, which makes a lot of places on Staten Island sound even more violent than they already are. Arthur Kill. Fresh Kills. The Kill Van Kull. When you’re dumping a body in a river, calling the river a “kill” seems like…well…overkill.

			And sure, Staten Island has a bad reputation and is often looked down upon by other boroughs in the city. But I did some historical research on my beloved hometown and discovered…that its reputation used to be even worse!

			The Lenape tribe that lived there hundreds of years ago called it Eghquhous, or “The Bad Woods.” That’s right. Staten Island was the butt of even Native American jokes. (By the way, never a good sign when Native Americans willingly leave a place.)

			But it gets worse. During the American Revolution, Staten Island was solidly supportive of the British crown, and George Washington called Staten Islanders “our most inveterate enemies.” Wow. When George Washington calls you a piece of trash, that hurts.

			
			The island was even used by the British as a staging area for attacks on the rest of New York. And this tradition is alive today, as Staten Island voted almost 70 percent for Donald Trump—a clear fuck-you to the rest of the city. (And no wonder Trump loves Staten Island. When our local baseball team won the Little League World Series, they defeated Mexico.)

			Even our patron saint and beloved explorer, Giovanni da Verrazzano (after whom the Verrazano Bridge was misspelled), only anchored in Staten Island for one night. Then his friends were like, “Is this seriously where you hang out?” And he yelled, “Anchors up! Let’s get this puppy to Manhattan!”

			My family was not like that punk Verrazzano. We have been living continuously on Staten Island since at least 1890. Half of my mother’s Irish ancestors*2 immigrated to New York during the potato famine of the 1840s (historical proof that it’s hard to give up carbs). They moved from the West Village in Manhattan to Brooklyn, and then to Staten Island—apparently in search of worse and worse real estate. The other half came directly from County Cork to Staten Island in the 1890s, settling on the north shore for the next hundred years. Once we got to Staten Island, we never wanted to leave.

			That’s why my parents moved directly next door to my grandparents, like a real-life Everybody Loves Raymond. Also on the same block: my uncle, my cousin, my other cousin, and my other uncle. When a house comes up for sale on our street, I get a call telling me to buy it or details for a relative’s funeral.

			
			My mom always said that she loved Staten Island because it still felt like a small town. You would go to the supermarket and see a friend. You would go to church and see your enemies. And thanks to the Mafia, you would go to the park and see the dead body of your friend’s dad. You know, small-town stuff.

			And I really did know everybody’s name. Not only because it was a close-knit community, but also because the people I grew up with had fantastic names. Salvatore Salmieri. Lenny Leone. Krystal Volpe. Michael Abbatantuono. And my second-grade girlfriend, Christina Martini.*3

			I loved growing up on Staten Island because it felt like kids doing regular kid stuff. We played a lot of sports and wandered around unsupervised, and with the exception of that Cropsey serial killer and several neighborhoods with the worst crime rates in all of New York City, it felt safe! Plus, you would see things that could only happen on Staten Island. Like my neighbor who had a Virgin Mary statue on his lawn, but the statue started to lean forward, so, to secure it, he tied a rope around her neck. Anyone driving by would think: Oh, this man is hanging the Virgin Mary. I guess he hates religion? When in fact, he loved religion so much that he refused to let the mother of God touch his Astroturf lawn.

			Of course, Staten Island has changed a lot since my relatives settled there. It used to be almost entirely farmland, and when I was growing up in the ’90s, there were still horses in a stable down the street. (Weirdly, that stable is now a graveyard…maybe for those horses?)

			
			More than anything, it’s just a lot more crowded than it used to be. In the past couple decades, the population of Staten Island has more than doubled, but the number of roads stayed basically the same. As a result, “traffic” is the number one topic of conversation at any Staten Island gathering.

			I visit my family and the first fifteen minutes will be: “How did you get here? How was the traffic? Did you take the expressway or Clove Road? Are you going home the same way? Why not? Is there gonna be traffic? What do you know that I don’t know, you son of a bitch?” Then, twenty minutes after the party starts, someone gets up and says, “I have to leave now to avoid the traffic.”

			I actually want to make a horror movie called The Traffic and set it on Staten Island. It can star my grandpa, who flees every event two hours early in fear of spending one extra minute in traffic. And he’s ninety-five! What is he even racing home to? (Also, should he be driving?)

			Maybe that’s why most people never move off Staten Island—they’re terrified of hitting traffic on the way out.*4 But I was desperate to see other places and have experiences that were decidedly not Staten Island.

			I remember when I was seventeen, my swim coach Jimbo Cooney (another great name) was giving me a trophy at the end-of-the-year awards ceremony, and he said to the crowd, “Let’s face it, folks, this kid’s future is not in swimming. And it’s not on Staten Island. He’s going places.” (It was a lot nicer than what he said about the next kid: “This guy is a terrible swimmer and I’m actually surprised he showed up tonight.”)

			
			But he was right:*5 I was at least physically “going places.” And only many years later could I look back and appreciate how Staten Island informed the rest of my life.

			

			—

			The truth is, I’ve always had a chip on my shoulder about my hometown. But it stems from a deep insecurity that I don’t really belong anywhere.

			One of my favorite moments on Weekend Update was when fellow Staten Islander Pete Davidson came on and talked about how I’m beloved in our hometown and he’s despised.*6 But even Pete would admit that’s not entirely true. Pete seems way more “authentically” Staten Island than I do, which is probably fair, even though it’s a little alienating for me. If I’m not “really” from my hometown, then where am I from?

			At the same time, I feel defensive about Staten Island because the people I knew growing up were great people. A lot of them were first- and second-generation immigrants from all over the world*7 who worked really hard to become doctors, lawyers, teachers, shop owners, businessmen, and, yes, sometimes suspiciously wealthy “garbagemen.”

			And that thing about Staten Island being super Italian? Well, a study on Italian communities in Pennsylvania found that people in those areas lived longer, had a much greater sense of family and belonging, and were generally happier and healthier. There is a deep psychological comfort in feeling like you’re part of a larger community. (Which is probably why I’m still at SNL after fifteen years. The Staten Islander in me doesn’t want to give up a good family.) I still go back home at least once a month, because it’s part of me and I feel weirdly revitalized every time I visit. It’s like Superman’s Fortress of Solitude—only replace the space crystals with a plate of linguine fra diavolo.

			
			I’ve come to resent the negative depictions of Staten Island on TV because they’ve given my hometown a terrible reputation, which it only sort of deserves. Yes, until recently, Staten Island was home to the largest landfill in the entire world. And yes, as a result, miles of the island smelled like rotting garbage. And yes, my main cultural touchstone as a child was the Staten Island Mall. And yes, only a year ago, a mob boss was whacked outside his house for snitching to the cops.*8 And yes, the local St. Patrick’s Day parade is the only parade in New York that still bans gays from marching.

			But there are also like 170 parks! That’s so many parks, guys!

			And George R. R. Martin said he based King’s Landing on his view of Staten Island from his home in New Jersey. That’s pretty cool, right? (He also based Cersei on a woman he met in the parking lot of our Costco.)

			The reality is: Staten Island is like 90 percent of the country—it’s slow to change, but most of the people are fundamentally good people. They’re just set in their ways. After all, it’s an island. It has its own evolution. Even if the Galapagos Islands had three bridges to New Jersey, they would still have some freaky iguanas.

			
			So if you’re like me and you’re not always sure how to feel about your hometown, remember what Method Man once said: “I’m in between homes right now, but my last house was dope.”

		

		
			*1  Oddly, Staten Island has the largest population of Sri Lankans outside of Sri Lanka.

			*2  Last name “Kelly,” so that should really narrow it down.

			*3  Her father, Spiros Martini, ran a haunted catering hall.

			*4  Plus, the bridge to Brooklyn costs nineteen dollars.

			*5  About both of us.

			*6  Example: One reporter complimented my golf swing while another threatened to murder Pete.

			*7  For every Lou Tobacco and Tommy “Tommy Naps” Napolitano, there was a Harini Rao and a Sameer Murukutla.

			*8  I would write more about this incident, but I wasn’t raised to be a rat.

		

	
		
		
			
			You’re Gonna Need Stitches

			
				“Scars have the strange power to remind us that our past is real. The events that cause them can never be forgotten.”

				—CORMAC MCCARTHY 

				“Again?!”

				—STATEN ISLAND HOSPITAL

			

			I have had six sets of stitches on my face.

			These are their stories.

			“Dun-dun.” (™ Law & Order)

			
				I.

				There was a game I played in kindergarten that I have not encountered anywhere outside of Staten Island. It was called “The Firefighter and the Fire.” One child would play the firefighter and the other would play the fire. And it was up to the firefighter to chase down the fire and tackle it. As a potential fourth-generation member of the New York City Fire Department, I was eager to play the firefighter. This had the additional advantage of not being the one who got tackled.

				
				My friend Michael Bodnar was the fire. I yelled “Go!” and he started running and waving his arms in the air, to simulate what a fire might look like while it was running. I chased him with my “hose” (penis) (kidding) for about ten seconds, before Michael Bodnar made the brilliant strategic decision to duck under a nearby metal table.

				I followed him at full speed, but forgot the part about ducking. The corner of the table hit about half an inch from my eyeball and ripped open my eyelid.

				The fire, unchecked, proceeded to burn down thousands of homes on the island.

			

			
				II.

				Any time a story starts with one child chasing another child with large metal scissors, it never ends well.

				The situation was: I was extremely angry at my younger brother, because he was younger and before him there was only me. Now he was here too, and that meant less attention for me. (This was a major ongoing problem.)

				So, when I was eight and he was five, I decided to grab the scissors from my dad’s desk and stab my brother in the back.

				“Boys will be boys!” I imagined telling a therapist, years after the funeral.

				The main flaw in my stabbing plan was: My brother Casey was fast. He had gotten even faster through years of escaping attacks by snow shovels, golf clubs, kitchen knives, and baseball bats. When he saw me holding large metal scissors, he thought, This could end poorly for me. So he started running down the hallway.

				
				Our hallway was only eight or ten feet long, but halfway down the hallway, the basement door opened outward. Casey, sensing that his fast running might not be fast enough, threw open the door as he passed. I proceeded to slam into the door at full speed, face-first, like Wile E. Coyote, and my chin exploded with blood.

				The hero escaped to live another day. The villain was scarred once again.

				I shook my fist and yelled, “You haven’t seen the last of me, Dr. Jones!”

				And Dr. Jones said, “Please hold still, Colin. I’m trying to sew four stitches into your chin.”

			

			
				III.

				Every public golf course on Staten Island has a secret alter ego. At night, the second hole of South Shore Golf Course turns into a keg party for teenagers. (I know this from when I was a teenager. It’s not like I go to teenage keg parties now. Unless some cool teens invited me…)

				The tenth hole of La Tourette Golf Course also becomes a teenage keg party, and if you disable the regulator on the golf carts, you can race them straight downhill at fifty miles an hour until your friend flips a cart and smashes his leg into twenty-five pieces. Or you can be like my other friend and get so drunk that you drop a lit cigarette and burn down the 150-year-old clubhouse. He’s a lawyer now!

				Silver Lake Golf Course has two alter egos. The eighteenth hole was a mass grave for Irish immigrants in the 1800s. So that’s always fun to think about when you’re strolling up the fairway on a sunny afternoon. And in much less morbid news, the seventh hole has probably the best hill for sledding in all of Staten Island. So whenever it snowed, my brother and I went straight to Silver Lake, fleeing the ghosts of Irishmen with every step.

				
				Now, my family had a rule: We were only allowed to use Radio Flyer sleds, the heavy wood and metal ones from, I want to say, the 1860s. (I believe Lincoln rode one to Gettysburg.) But one day when I was eight years old, my mother—in what she recently described as “a moment of weakness”—let me try one of those newfangled round plastic sleds that I borrowed from my second-grade friend Mark Gravante, whose name I’ve changed because shortly afterward he disappeared into the witness protection program. (But for real.)

				Say what you will about Radio Flyers, at least they have a steering mechanism. It’s a piece of string attached to a piece of wood, but it’s something. A round piece of plastic is less of a conveyance and more of a battle between momentum and obstacles.

				In my case, the obstacles won. I flew straight down the hill into a grove of elm trees that I believe was planted to maim slow-witted children. For the second time in what would become a series of “almost lost an eye” moments in my life, I smashed into a tree, eye-socket-first. (I’ve discovered firsthand how well-designed the human eye socket is. Apparently, natural selection really favors “keeping eyes.”)

				But the real damage was done to my forehead, which required fifteen stitches. To this day, my mother has never forgiven herself. And if you check our garage, there are still only Radio Flyers hanging on the wall.

			

			
				
				IV.

				When I was ten and my brother was seven, we would play a game called “Wolverine and the Wolf.” (For some reason all our games sounded like Aesop fables.) It wasn’t really a “game” so much as it was “a full physical fight.” We called it “Wolverine and the Wolf,” but a better name would have been “Child UFC.”*

				There were no rules except for one: The Wolverine (me) was “allowed to stand up.” Which meant the Wolf was not allowed to stand up, and thus had to crawl around on all fours. This meant that the older brother (me), who was already taller and hella fat, had the additional advantage of “standing.” So the Wolf would have to crawl around while I stood over him and took my time punching him in the back.

				It was even more insidious because every time we played, I would ask my brother beforehand: “Do you want to be the Wolverine or the Wolf?”

				He would choose “Wolverine,” because he saw how poorly it had gone last time as the Wolf. Then I would really talk up the benefits of being the Wolf instead. “The Wolf has sharper teeth, it’s bigger and stronger, it can eat more cinnamon rolls,” etc. My brother would hear all these amazing benefits, and switch to being the Wolf.

				Once my brother had locked in “Wolf,” I would describe the benefits of being the Wolverine. “You can stand up on two legs instead of having to crawl. You can punch in addition to scratching. You can hold the Wolf down and punch it. And you can hold objects in your claws and use them to hit the Wolf.”

				
				I know. I was a legitimate monster. To quote my grandfather after I punched my brother in the back, “What a rotten kid.”

				But my brother finally got a modicum of revenge when—against the established limitations on the Wolf—he reached up and raked his nails across my face, leaving a scar that’s still fairly prominent on my right cheek.

				The Wolf had finally slayed the fearsome Wolverine. And the Wolverine was taken to see a plastic surgeon to put his face back together. And then the Wolverine was taken to the doctor a second time after he saw the wound scabbing over, thought, Oooo, a scab!, and tore it off his cheek, reopening the wound.

				Shortly after this, the Wolverine and the Wolf would see a child psychologist.

			

			
				V.

				I owned a snake-themed bicycle called a Rattler.

				My friends had real bikes, like a Huffy or a Mongoose. They bragged about having “chrome caps” and “shocks” and “gears.” I had a Kmart bike made of Chinese steel with no gears and ten stencil drawings of snakes.

				I went a lot of places on that bike. In fact, I rode it through all five boroughs of New York during the annual forty-two-mile bike race. (I guarantee you I was the only one who did it on a Rattler.) I also ate about twenty PowerBars along the way because they kept giving them out for free at every rest stop, so I probably gained five pounds biking forty-two miles.

				
				When I first got the Rattler, I decided to charm it, as one does with a snake. I did this by pedaling as fast as I could down my street, then suddenly slamming the pedals backward to activate the brakes. (Again, this was not a good bike.)

				At the time, I had not yet been exposed to the basic principles of physics. Therefore I did not understand that when an object (like a bike) is in motion and a person (like me) is attached to the object, that person assumes the velocity of the object he or she is attached to. However, when the object’s velocity suddenly changes to, say, zero, the velocity of the person remains at the original velocity until it is reduced to zero by a second object, such as the pavement.

				“Mah? I gah go to hostital again.”

			

			
				VI.

				Now, call me crazy, but when you already have five sets of stitches on your face, and you’re thirty-three years old, you sort of assume you’re done getting stitches on your face. And when your face is on TV, you would assume you’d be extra careful not to damage that face, so people don’t flip to your channel and think it’s Shark Week.

				Well, both of these assumptions were foolish. As are many decisions I make in my life.

				Some quick background: I am not a great surfer, but I’m an okay surfer. I can do “most surfing stuff,” as no surfer would ever say. If you saw me on a wave, you’d never think, That dude’s ripping it! He must be a pro! But you also wouldn’t yell, “That guy’s a kook! Let’s murder him!”

				
				That’s where I’m at, surfing-wise. I’m fairly cautious and, more than anything, I try to stay out of other people’s way.

				Okay, background over.

				On the Fourth of July in 2016, I was down the Jersey Shore visiting my then 101-year-old grandmother in the town of Lavallette. I had just bought a new surfboard and I was excited because there were supposed to be waves that weekend and I had never surfed in Jersey before.

				I walked to the beach at 11 A.M. (a.k.a. “Dawn Patrol”) and there was only one other guy in the water. He seemed to be actively bad at surfing, so I thought, Sweet, I can get all the waves! (All the mushy two-foot waves.)

				I paddled out, which on the Jersey Shore takes about three seconds, and caught my first wave. For history’s sake, let’s just say it was a hundred feet high and a perfect barrel. I jumped off my board, turned around to paddle back out, and was immediately hit in the face by the other guy’s board. Apparently, he had just “let it go” so the board could ride a wave on its own, directly into my nose.

				If you haven’t gotten hit in the face by a ten-foot surfboard, it really, really, really hurts. I give it “one star.”

				I touched my nose and it was bleeding. I thought, Goddammit, did my nose just break? Then the dumb part of me thought, Goddammit, does this mean I have to stop surfing?

				I actually debated staying out and surfing more because I was so pissed off at this guy for ruining my day after one wave. Then I touched my nose again and there was more blood and I thought, Maybe bleeding a bunch in the ocean isn’t a great idea?

				
				I walked back to my grandma’s house, in no mood to celebrate the birth of our nation. My mom took one look at me and said, “You’re gonna need stitches.”

				Then she said, “You know how many plastic surgeons are working on the Fourth of July? Zero.”

				So two days later, I got stitches. I really hope for the last time.

			

		

		
			*  Now I really want to create Child UFC.
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